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Today is the first Sunday of the “fall season,” as we call it.  I like to think of this Sunday as Homecoming Sunday!  Some of us may have been away during summer months, or maybe you’ve been hunkered down during the recent hurricane season. But today we’re back for Homecoming Sunday.   
 
Every Christian needs a community.  Each of us needs a place to find love and defeat hate, a place where we feel “at home.”  To acknowledge this fact, to acknowledge that we’re all back together, let’s take 30 seconds now to turn to our neighbor and say, “Welcome home!”
 
Welcome home!  When I was a child, the extended Williams family gathered for “Homecoming” each year on the second Sunday of June at the old home place of my grandfather.  It was really a family reunion, but everybody called it “Homecoming.” 
 
It was held at the family home place where my grandfather grew up.  To get there you traveled up a long dirt-gravel road until you reached the front yard which had four giant oak trees.  The house was an old framed white structure, with a big wrap-around front porch.  
 
Out in the yard, there was a long table filled with food freshly prepared by all the family cooks.  There was fried chicken and country ham, roast beef, corn, okra, butterbeans, green beans, squash, sliced tomatoes, homemade biscuits, apple pie, banana pudding, coconut cake, and good ol’ sweet tea.  (In the South some say that after God created the world in 7 days, on the 8th day God created sweet tea!)  Now, doesn’t that menu make you hungry?  It was a feast! 
 
When I read today’s texts, these Homecoming Sunday memories jumped onto the screen of my mind.  Why?  Did you notice in the Scripture what the shepherd and the woman did when the lost sheep and lost coin were found? The first thing they did was to invite their friends and neighbors to celebrate with them.  “Come rejoice with me, for I’ve found my sheep that was lost.  Come rejoice with me, I’ve found the coin that I had lost.”    
 
I don’t know about you, but I can’t imagine having a “rejoicing party” without a table full of food!  I imagine this rejoicing party to be a kind of homecoming feast to celebrate the good news that we’ve found what was lost.  It may sound to us big-time consumers a little odd to throw a party when you’ve found a measly coin or a bedraggled family pet.  But obviously these were highly valued and precious!  So, a party, a homecoming feast, seemed right and proper.
 
When we think about the next story after this in Luke 15, the Prodigal Son story, we can understand even better what’s going on here.  The Prodigal Father threw the party of the year for his son who had been off in the far country.  “Come, rejoice with me.  My son was lost, but now he’s found.”  It’s time for a homecoming feast.
 
The 15th chapter of the Gospel of Luke may be the most important chapter in the entire Bible.  Some have referred to this chapter as the “Lost and Found Department.”  The lost sheep, lost coin, and lost son. 
 
What are the lessons we need to learn from these stories?  How do these stories help us in our decisions, our struggles, transitions, and pain?  Every one of us needs to find our way home.  Each of us, at one time or another, has gone through periods when we’ve lost our way, when we’ve been separated from love, when we languished in the far country of anger or fear or pain or guilt.  Lost.
 
But the good news is that there is always One who is coming after us, reaching out to find us, not to pressure us to come home, but to invite, encourage, and woo us through the powerlessness of love.  Jesus taught us about powerless love, for love cannot and does not control; love keeps coming after us and can do nothing without our consent.  
 
In our society now we often have the choice between loveless power and powerless love.  We have now seen 1000 Americans die in the war in Iraq, most of those deaths coming after the war was declared over.  Loveless power cannot win the hearts of people.  Yes, we continue to grieve the deaths of 3000 Americans at the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001, three years ago yesterday.  But there has been no evidence to show that this terrible act had any direct connection with Iraq.
 
When will the mothers and fathers of this country speak truth and love to power and say, “No more deaths of our sons and daughters in Iraq!  After 1000 of our loved ones have died, we’ve seen enough. ” And how many more Iraqi children of God have died?  It must be near 20,000 dead and 50,000 wounded.  These are human beings, sons and daughters, whose number or names our government will not tell us.  Controlled information.  How many more will die? 
 
During the last year we’ve had 27,000 Americans killed on the streets of our cities by gunfire, through the rampant availability of guns.  And this week the Congress seems headed toward a vote to end the ban on assault weapons, which will leave us with little safeguard against weapons of terrible destruction on our streets.  Are we safer because of more guns? 
 
Are we safer because 1000 Americans have died in Iraq?  And when will the time come when we can say to all our loved ones serving in Iraq, “You’re coming home.  Welcome home.”
 
I believe God is not pleased when loveless power inflicts death on young people, entering the prime of life.  Such actions are morally demeaning and spiritually devastating.
 
But Scripture always reminds us that we, as a nation or as individuals, may stray from God, but God never strays from us.  God says, “You may have been lost in the quagmire of wrong choices; but like a mother or father, I will be waiting for you.  I am here with my heart open in forgiving love.  And when I see you coming toward home, I will run down that dirt road to welcome you---and call all the neighbors to come celebrate with us.”
 
The amazing good news from the 15th chapter of Luke is that there is more mercy in God than there is sin in us. (from William Sloane Coffin)  As Bill Coffin has said, “God’s love compared to our own is as the lightning to the lightning bug?”  God is wildly in love with us.  The problem is that God wants to give us far more than we are ready to receive.
 
In the Timothy passage today, Paul is talking about his own experience of being lost and then found by God. “I was the foremost of sinners,” he says. “I was a blasphemer, a persecutor, a man of violence.”  I lived for power, loveless power.”   
 
My friend Jude Siciliano says that Paul’s story and other Scriptures can be viewed on a framework of three words:  Since….but….and so.  The “since” word begins the summary of the situation in our life.  “SINCE I was lost, since I was a terrorist, persecuting people, living a destructive life…  BUT  “I received mercy…and the grace of God overflowed for me through the love of Christ.  SO….I am now changed, strengthened.  Christ is now using me as an example, as an ambassador.”  (I Timothy 1:13-16)
 
Paul had been made new. He was welcomed home.  He was lost, but then he was found.  
 
“I once was lost but now I am found.”  We recognize these words from the famous hymn “Amazing Grace,” which reflects Luke 15 and Paul’s experience.  You may remember that this hymn was written about 1779 by a man named John Newton whose mother had prayed for him when he was a child, teaching him about the love of God.  But he rejected it.  He became a sailor, making many voyages as a captain of various slave ships.
 
One day Newton’s ship hit a terrible storm at sea.  In the midst of this storm, John Newton felt God moving in his life, and he consented.  He accepted the gift of God’s love. Out of that conversion he gave up the slave trade and later worked to end the shameful practice of slavery.  Out of his experience John Newton wrote “Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me.  I once was lost but now I am found, was blind but now I see.”
 
The good news is that God never gives up on us.  We all go through our lost times, our wilderness times, our times when we are headed in the wrong direction.  But God’s grace is relentless.  God keeps coming after us.  
God finds us.  We consent and accept God’s grace.  And then we’re never the same.
 
Thanks be to God for “amazing grace.”
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